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THE GNOSTIC LIBRARY OF CHENOBOSKION* 
Victor Roland Gold 


Hamma Divinity School 


One of the most interesting and most familiar of the early sects of 
Christendom was that represented by Gnosticism and its various subdi- 
visions. Although well-known by name, our information regarding them 
has come almost exclusively from the writings of the early Church 
Fathers. Among these are Irenaeus (d. about 202; especially in his 
Adversus Haereses 1), Tertullian (d. about 222), Hippolytus (d. about 
235; especially in his Refutatio), Origen (d. 253), Cyril of Jerusalem 
(d. 886), Epiphanius (d. about 404; especially in his Panarion) and 
Augustine (d. 430). To this group should be added the Neoplatonist, 
Plotinus (d. 270). The information provided by the Church Fathers and 
Plotinus was sufficient to give us a general impression of the distinctive 
doctrines and attitudes of the Gnostics, but it was at best of limited 
value because of its brevity and its unsympathetic attitude toward the 
heretical group. 

To this patristic material are to be added three codices containing 
original Gnostic works. These are the fourth century Codex Askewianus, 
the fifth century Codex Berolinensis, and the Codex Brucianus, from the 
fifth or sixth century.'. Two papyrus fragments, one from the fourth 
century, in the British Museum, and the other, Rylands Papyrus 463, 
from the third century, until recently, completed the list of primary and 
secondary sources for our knowledge of Gnosticism.? 

Our lack of extensive original Gnostic material which could: provide 
us with information concerning the origins of Christian Gnosticism, its 
relationship with the early Christian churches, systematic treatment of 
its teachings and its position in the development and content of certain 
sections of the New Testament canon has been felt acutely because of 
the attribution, in some circles, of Pauline and Johannine materials to 
Gnostic influences. Although the discovery in 1947 and subsequent pub- 
lication of the now famous Dead Sea Scrolls have contributed much to 
show that this New Treatment material was not so influenced,? the 
recovery of original Gnostic materials would aid materially in revaluing 
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the evidence, if any, which has been adduced to indicate Gnostic influ- 
ences on the New Testament material in question. 

A step in this direction was accomplished in 1930 when a cache 
of Manichaean manuscripts was found in a wooden chest in the cellar 
of a ruined house in the Egyptian village of Medinet Madi, ancient Tere- 
nouthis, in the southern Fayyum. These documents of Manichaeism, a 
syncretistic sect which borrowed from Zoroastrianism, Judaism, and het- 
erodox forms of Christianity, especially Gnosticism, provided some light 
on the Gnostics, but for Gnosticism, it was still secondary material. 


THE DISCOVERY AT CHENOBOSKION 4 


However, sometime in 1946, some peasants accidentally discovered 
an entire library of Gnostic writings. The place of discovery was about 
thirty-two miles north of Luxor, in the region of Nag Hammadi, near 
el-Qasr es-Sayyad (ancient Sheneset-Chenoboskion), at the foot of a 
steep mountain, Gebel et-Tarif, on the east bank of the Nile (Fig. 2). 
It was in this vicinity that St. Pachomius began his monastic community 
early in the fourth century A. D. The exact location of the manuscript 
deposit is still unknown; the region is honeycombed with caves and 
tombs. It has been determined, however, that, as in the case of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, they were preserved in jars, perhaps in only one very 
large jar. 

When word of the discovery was first received, it was accompanied, 
as is to be expected under such circumstances, by unsubstantiated 





* 


The writer wishes to take this opportunity to express his gratitude to Professor W. F. 
Albright of the John Hopkins University for his many invaluable suggestions and 
generous assistance given during the preparation of this paper. 

The Codex Askewianus, written on parchment, was purchased by an Englishman, 
Askew, in the second third of the eighteer:ith century and was first publicized in 
1778. It is now in the British Museum. It contains the treatise Pistis Sophia and a 
treatise on penitence. 

The Codex Brucianus, written on papyrus, was purchased by a Scotsman, James 
Bruce, in the region of Thebes about 1769. It became the property of Bodleian 
Library, Oxford, in 1848. It contains the two Books of Yeu and a work without a 
title. The latter was published by Charlotte Baynes in 1935, A Coptic Treatise con- 
tained in the Codex Brucianus (Cambridge) . 

The Codex Berolinensis, also on papyrus, was secured by Dr. C. Reinhardt from an 
antiquities dealer in Akhmim in 1895 and is now in the collection of the Egyptian 
Museum in Berlin. In additidn to some non-Gnostic material, it contains the Gnostic 
Apocryphon of John, the Wisdom of Jesus, and a part of the Gospel of Mary. 

The “Mandaean literature, first published by M. Lidzbarski (1905-1925), furnished 
additional information concerning Gnosticism. The Mandaean system arose in southern 
Iraq in the fifth century A. D. and draws from Manichaean teachings, among others. 
For example, the dualism of light and darkness is reflected in the “War between the 
Children of Light and the Children of Darkness.” 

The material for this paper is drawn from the following preliminary reports: “Le 
papyrus gnostique du Musée Copte’’ by Togo Mina (Vigiliae Christianae ||, 1948, 
129-136); “Trois livres gnostiques inédits’’ by Jean Doresse (ibid., 137-160); 
“Nouveaux textes gnostiques coptes découverts en Haute-Egypte’’ by Jean Doresse 
and Togo Mina (VC III, 1949, 129-141); “Une bibliothéque gnostique copte’”’ by 
Jean Doresse (La Nouvelle Clio |, 1949, 59-70); ‘Die Gnosis in Aegypten” by Walter 
Cc. Till (La Parola del Passato, fasc. 12, 1949, 230-249); “Les nouveaux 4crits 
gnostiques découverts en Haute-Egypte’’ by H.-C. Puech (Coptic Studies in Honor of 
Walter Ewing Crum (Boston: The Byzantine Institute, Inc., 1950, pp. 91-154). “Les 
Apocalypses de Zoroastre, de Zostrien, de Nicothée . . . by Jean Doresse (ibid., pp. 
255-264); “The Apocryphon of John’ by Walter C. Till (Journal of Ecclesiastical 
History !!!, 1952, 14-22). 
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rumors, For example, it was said that some of the peasants, unaware 
of the retail value of the manuscripts, used some of them as fuel— 
a story circulated also when the Origen manuscripts were found at 
Tura, near Cairo. The discovery of ancient materials in Egypt is suffi- 
ciently common so that it is almost certain that the discoverers of the 
library attached some monetary value to the find simply on the basis 
of its antique appearance. As nearly as can be determined, the lot of 
manuscripts was divided up and eventually appeared, by diverse routes, 
in Cairo. One incomplete codex is in the hands of a dealer; another, 
complete, was purchased by Togo Mina for the Coptic Museum in Cairo 
(Fig. 3), while the remainder, nine more or less complete volumes phus 
remains of two other collections, eventually fell into the hands of a 
collector, making a grand total of thirteen codices! The last group was 
later brought to the Coptic Museum, and negotiations are under way 
to acquire them permanently for the Museum collection. The Egyptian 
government has forbidden the exportation of the manuscripts and has 
committed them to the hands of a committee for study and eventual 
publication. So far as is known to the present writer, this situation 


still holds. 





LEATHER-BOUND CODICES IN COPTIC 


The state of preservation of this invaluable library is most remark- 
able. Except for some abrasions on the covers and the loss of a few 
fragments of papyrus, probably through modern handling, nine of the 
codices are complete with leather covers, which seem to resemble mod- 
ern portfolios rather. than regular bookbindings (Fig. 1). Some of the 
covers have been decorated, one of them with what appears to be a 
crux ansata (handled cross). In view of the extremely brittle nature 
of the papyrus, the present state of the codices is even more astonishing, 
especially when one recalls the vicissitudes of marketing to which at 
least nine of them were exposed. Out of about a thousand pages of 
manuscript, 794 are intact! 

Another interesting feature of this collection is the fact that all 
of them are in Coptic; they are virtually the oldest Coptic manuscripts 
yet found. Most of them are in the dialect called Sahidic, though an 
earlier form of the dialect than previously known. The remainder are 
in an early Coptic dialect which has since disappeared. The hand natur- 
ally varies in style, etc., since a number of scribes are represented in 
the collection, but on the whole it is excellent. On the basis of language 
and palaeography, the scholars who have been able to refer directly to 
the manuscripts agree in dating them between the middle of the third 
and the end of the first half of the fourth century A. D. The oldest 
extensive manuscript of the Greek Bible, including the New Testament, 
is the Codex Vaticanus, dating from the fourth century A. D., about the 
same time as the completion of the collection at Chenoboskion. Thus, 
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at about the same time that an orthodox scribe was completing our 
oldest copy of the Greek Bible in Alexandria in Lower Egypt, a hetero- 
dox community at Chenoboskion in Upper Egypt was completing its 
collection of the oldest Gnostic manuscripts yet discovered. 

In spite of the fact that all of our manuscripts are written in Coptic, 
it is agreed that most, if not all, of them rest on Greek originals. J. Dor- 
esse thought that the Wisdom of Jesus, based upon the Epistle of 
Eugnostos, was composed in Coptic. However, H.-C. Puech has dis- 








Fig. 2. Map showing the location of Sheneset-Chenoboskion in Upper Egypt. From 
Archaeology III, 1950, p. 69. 


covered in Oxyrynchos papyrus No. 1080 (third or beginning of fourth 
century A. D.) what he considers to be a copy of the Greek original of 
the Wisdom of Jesus. Thus it appears likely that we have no original 
Coptic work represented in this collection. 

The variety of material contained in the collection is also of con- 
siderable interest. It consists of discussions of cosmogony (world or- 
igins), treatises of a dogmatic nature, dialogues, prayers, “gospels,” 
“epistles,” and apocalypses. Some of the material is said to have been 
confided by Jesus to one or more of His disciples either during His 
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earthly career or after His resurrection. In other instances they are 
prophetic visions or simply learned discussions by one of the teachers 
of the sect. All of them, regardless of alleged origin or content, trans- 
mit material not intended for general information but only for the initi- 
ated. Possession of this information purports to make the individual 
able to overcome his earthly nature, to free himself from its bondage 
and to acquire salvation. 


GNOSTIC APOCALYPTIC LITERATURE 


In our newly discovered literature, this Gnosis (Knowledge) is 
presented in a variety of ways, but always in an esoteric manner. First 
of all, we may note the three great apocalypses, which seem to be 
those which, according to the pagan writer, Porphyry, were combatted 
by the Neoplatonist Plotinus: Allogenes Supreme, The Apocalypse of 
Messos, and the Apocalypse of Zostrianus.5 

Epiphanius tells us that the Archontics, a Gnostic sect related to 
the Ophites, called Seth Allogenes, “the Stranger,” while Sethians (also 
an Ophite sect), Barbelognostics,6 and Archontics designated the seven 
sons of Seth as Allogeneis, “the Strangers.” In the first instance, we have 
a transcendent God as a stranger to this world while in the second case 
we have hypercelestial entities such as Eternal Life or individuals of 
the Kingdom of Light such as Man, Adam or the Savior—just as one 
finds among the Syriac-speaking Marcionites and Mandeans in the syn- 
onymous term, nukraya (“the strangers”). One finds similar ideas 
among the Valentinians? and in the author of the Apocryphon of John. 
Seth stands apart, separate and distinct from the remainder of the 
inhabitants of the world who are divided between the Material and the 
Psychic. His group consists of the Spiritual Ones. The Sethians explain 
this by having Seth brought into the world by a “superior power,” 
called Mother or Woman, while Cain and Abel were begotten by the 
angelic creators of the world. The Archonties, and later the Manichaeans, 
traced Cain and Abel to a union of the devil (in. the Avccryphon of 
John — Yaldabaoth) and Eve while the father of Seth was Adam — thus 
Cain is the principle of the Material Race, Abel the Psychic and Seth the 
Spiritual. Regardless of the variations, Seth, the third son of Adam,® 
represented a being apart from the others and so his followers were 
likewise apart—strangers. That this conception forms the background 
of Paul’s idea of Christians as pilgrims and strangers here on earth 
is obviously most unlikely. 

Whether this apocalypse is a revelation of Seth himself or simply 
under his patronage remains to be seen. It seéms probable that our 
treatise is a Gnostic-Sethian document, composed in the early third 
century A. D., or a bit later. It appears to have been read in Rome 
by Plotinus; it enjoved a place of authority in Egypt in the fourth cen- 
tury, as noted by Epiphanius; and occupied an honorable place along 
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with the Apocryphon of John among the esoteric works of the seventh- 
eighth century sect, the Audians (‘odaye), cited by the Syriac author, 
Theodore bar Konai. 

With the Apocalypse of Allogenes, Porphyry mentions in his biog- 
raphy of Plotinus four additional apocalypses, those of Zoroaster, Zostri- 
anus, Nikotheos and Messos. The significance of the title of the last 
named had been a source of some discussion. Since the name of Messos 


Fig. 3. Two pages of the manuscript owned by the Coptic Museum in Cairo. 
From Archaeology III, 1950, p. 7 





The classification of the treatises follows that of Doresse in La Nouvelle Clio (cf. note 
4). The primary division is based on difference in dialect: 1. Sahidic; 2. the 
previously unknown Coptic dialect, first thought to be Sub-akhmimic, but now 
recognized as an extinct Coptic dialect or subdialect. The secondary division is 
based on content. 

The Ophites (Greek ophis — snake) or Naassenes (Hebrew nahas — snake) are so-called 
because of the importance the serpent played in this Gnostic system. It is an early 
Gnostic sect with many subdivisions and is described by Hippolytus, Irenaeus, Origen 
and Epiphanius. The serpent played the role of the divine entity placed by God in 
Paradise in the Apocryphon of John (‘q.v.). In some groups the serpent is identified 
with Sophia (“Wisdom”), who is a divine spark which fell on the waters when Christ 
and His mother (female Holy Spirit) flew upward toward heaven. The Barbelo- 
gnostics resembled the Ophites in mariy ways but their particular emphasis was 
placed upon the female being Barbelo (cf. the Apocryphon of John). The Barbelo- 
gnostics are another major group of Gnostic sects though smaller than the Ophite 
group. For a good discussion of Gnosticism even though it does not include the 
materials from Chenoboskion, cf. Hans Leisegang, Die Gnosis, 3rd edition (also avail- 
able in a French translation La Gnose, based on the 3rd German edition, Paris: Payot. 
1951). 

The Valentinians are an early Gnostic sect founded by Valentinus who was born in 
Lower Egypt, according to Epiphanius, educated in Alexandria, and iived in Rome 
from about 135-160 A. D. Through him, Gnosticism was transformed into the 
heterodox sect which was able to compete seriously with Christianity and evoked 
such bitter criticism from the Church Fathers. 

Prof. Albright has pointed out that not only was Seth the third son of Adam but also 
the Egyptian god who was the adversary of Osiris and was identified nearly 4,000 
years ago with Canaanite Baal. Later Seth became a sort of Egyptian Satan. 
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was most unusual, some amended it to read Moses; others interpreted 
it to refer to a mediator or to some central place in mystic Gnostic 
topography. Although without a title, the manuscript in question con- 
tains references in its text to Messos. So the solution is simply that 
Messos is the name of a man, perhaps a Gnostic prophet or seer. 

Whether or not the Apocalypse of Zoroaster is a part of the 
Apocalypse of Zestrianus is still a matter of discussion, but we can now 
be sure of having at least three of the five Gnostic apocalypses men- 
tioned by Porphyry—and the two remaining (Zoroaster and Nikotheos) 
may yet be recovered when all the new texts have been studied care- 
fully. The composition of all three antedates 240 A. D. and come from 
the same Sethian circle. 

In addition to these, there is a group of apocalypses more or less 
directly attributed to the Great Seth. Among these may be noted two 
copies of the Book cf the Great Invisible Spirit or the Gospel of the 
Egyptians, composed by the Great Seth and written down by the learned 
Eugnostos, also called Goggessos (cf. below). Another important reve- 
lation is the Paraphrase cf Seem (Fig. 4) or the Second Treatise of 
the Great Seth. This work is the Paraphrasis Seth mentioned by Hippo- 
lytus and may be among those to which Epiphanius refers in the large 
collection of works used by the Gnostics and attributed to Seth. Finally, 
it may be noted that among the Manichaeans, Sem, who was considered 
to be the same as Seth or Sethel, was counted as one of the “prophets 
of the nations” in the list of celestial envoys in the course of history 
from Adam to Mani. 

In this same category is the Revelation of Adam to his Son Seth, 
which, in general terms, describes the coming of different saviors. It 
is possibly one of the Apocalypses of Adam mentioned by Epiphanius 
in his Panarion; reminiscences are probably to be found in the Manich- 
aean Book of Mysteries and in later Syriac and Armenian Gnostic works 
also attributed to Adam. 


Another book mentioned by Epiphanius is that of Noria, called the 
Hypostasis of the Archons in the newly discovered Gnostic documents. 
In this book, Noria is the faithless wife of Noah; she succeeds in burn- 
ing the ark three times but eventually the patient Noah completes its 
construction and escapes the Deluge, brought on by the Demiurge and 
his entourage of archons. Variations on the theme are to be found in 
the account of Theodoret where Noria is the wife of Adam, in that of 
Pseudo-Tertullian and Pseudo-Jerome in which the celestial mother, 
Barbelo (cf. below), sends the Flood, and others. In Mandaean writings 
she appears as the wife of Noah, though on other occasions she is the 
wife of the scribe Dinanukht. It is possible that the Hypostasis of the 
Archons represents an earlier account on which the other versions of 
the story of Noria are based or to which they are at least related. 
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Although the Apocalypse of Dositheus immediately calls to mind 
the Samaritan messiah, Dositheus, preliminary observations seem to pre- 
clude the possibility of associating the two. In the outline of the origin 
of Gnosticism according to some early ecclesiastical authors, the Samari- 
tan Dositheus was the teacher of Simon the Magician? with subsequent 
Gnostic sects simply the heirs af their doctrine. Our Apocalypse of 
Dositheus, apparently unrelated to the Samaritan sect, may simply have 
appropriated the name of an early Gnostic “father” to give it claim to 
authority. It is likewise doubtful that it belongs to the books of Dosi- 
theus mentioned by Origen. However, it is possible that there is no 
relation with the Dositheus of history and tradition but with some one 
entirely unrelated. The treatise also bears the sub-title, The Three 
Steles of Seth, from which one might infer that the material contained 
in the document was originally engraved on stone and hidden in an 
inaccessible place until the proper time for its recovery and interpre- 
tation for the initiated. Dositheus may therefore have been the dis- 
coverer and/or interpreter of this revelation from the Great Seth. 


The nature of its contents places the Apocryphcn or Secret Book 
of John (Fig. 5) in the category of apocalypses. The three editions of 
the Apocryphon found in the Library of Chenoboskion together with 
the copy which forms a part of the Codex Berolinensis should provide a 
critical edition of this work which was used about A. D. 180-185 by 
Irenaeus as a basis for his criticism of the Barbelegnostics (Adversus 
Ilaereses, 1, 29), making it an important early document of Gnosticism, 
though our present copies are of a later date. 

Although the work entitled Pistis Sophia has been familiar since 
the publication of the three books of Pistis Sophia contained in the 
Codex Askewianus by Schwartze and Petermann in 1851, the source of 
the title has remained enigmatic. Among the treatises discovered at 
Nag Hammadi is a rather long apocalyptic work, without title, which 
seems to have served as a source for sections of the Pistis Sephia. Ap- 
parently used by the Ophite sect, its composition antedates 250 A. D. 
In the Letter of Eugnostos, the name Sophia Pangeneteira appears as 
the feminine component of a bisexual creature whose masculine name 
is Soter (Savior), Creator of all things. Sophia Pangeneteira is also 
called “Pistis.” This bisexual creature, Soter and Pistis Sophia, produces 
six bisexual spirits. The name of the sixth one is Archigenetor (masc. ) 
and Pistis Sophia (fem.). The Wisdom of Jesus, based on the Epistle, 
mentions Pistis Sophia or Sophia Pangeneteira as one of the aeons. Thus 
it appears that Pistis Sophia is drawn from the Gnosticism represented 





Simon Magus is the Samaritan sorcerer whom Philip baptized (Acts 8:5-24). His 
conversion seems to have been short-lived for, although we hear nothing about his 
defection in Acts, the Church Fathers preserve a tradition that he was the founder 
of the Gnostic movement, some of whose teachings later appear in the Valentinian 


system. 
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by the newly recovered library, and a century-old question can be 
answered. 

In addition to two apocalyptic works without titles, there is the 
final part of a treatise called the Triple Discourse of the Triple Proten- 
noia, qualified by the sub-title, Sacred Book written by the Father 
(i.e., by the Great Seth). This group of Gnostic apocalypses is com- 
pleted by another apocalypse without a title but is attributed to the 
Great Seth and ends with a theme common to these documents, “As 
for these revelations, do not disclose them to anyone who is in the 
flesh, but impart them only to the brethren who belong to the 
generation of life.” 


GNOSTIC COMMENTARIES OR ABSTRACT TREATISES 

There is a small group of commentaries or abstract treatises of 
the same Sethian nature as the apocalypses just noted. The most im- 
portant of these is the Sethian cosmogony, The Epistle of Eugnestos the 
Blessed, of which there are two editions. 

Although it has been impossible to study the text, it is possible 
that the Exegesis concerning the Soul contains a discussion of the soul 
and its many attributes which, according to Hippolytus, was a favored 
theme of the Naassenes.'° Completing this group of works are three 
treatises of a cosmogonic nature but without titles. 





NEW HERMETIC WRITINGS 

Completely unexpected and most surprising is the existence of five 
Hermetic works in the collection of manuscripts from Chenoboskion, 
four of which were not even known to have existed. Included in this 
group are the Authentic Discourse of Hermes to Thoth, Meditation 
on the Supreme Power (a prophecy filled with Biblical and Christian 
allusions), a Hermetic epistle without a title, a treatise of Hermes to 
his disciple, but without a title, and finally Asclepius, chapters 7 and 11, 
which were previously known from a Latin translation by Pseudo- 
Apuleius, although the tone of the Coptic work is more sober than 
the Latin translation had indicated. Hermes was the name given by 
the Greeks to the Egyptian god of wisdom, Thoth. Our previous liter- 
ature on the subject had been limited to that attributed to Hermes 
Trismegistos (Thrice-greatest Hermes), such as that contained in 
the eighteen treatises of the Corpus Hermeticum (af which Poimandres 
is the best known), and in quotations in Stobaios and Latin and Arabic 
authors. Now we are able not only to supplement this literature, but 
also to see that its connection with heterodox Christianity was more 
direct than had been previously supposed by most scholars. That this 
collection of Hermetic works was not simply a result of accidental inclu- 
sion in the cache or an acquisition of miscellaneous esoteric works as 
a matter of interest but not for regular use is indicated by the fact 
that in the same codex, written in the same dialect and by the same 








1952, 4) THE BIBLICAL ARCHAEOLOGIST 79 


hand, is a strictly Gnostic work, The Acts of Peter and the Twelve 
Apostles. Furthermore, this particular codex seems to have been used 
more than any of the rest and some of the pages are even marked with 
signets made of bird feathers. 

Christian and pagan Gnosticism had much in common: doctrines, 
expressions, imagery, and general background. Comparison had been 
made between the Valentinian system and Poimandres. In addition, ‘it 
had been noted that the Manichaeans, spiritual heirs of Gnosticism, not 
only possessed at least two, if not five, of the writings also held by the 
sectaries of Nag Hammadi, but they also granted an honorable place 
to Hermes Trismegistos, whom they ranked beside Plato and Jesus as 
“Heralds of the Good God” and “Preachers of the Truth.” Moreover, 
some scholars have detected Hermetic affinities in the Gnosticism com- 
batted by Plotinus in Rome between 263 and 267. Although our evi- 
dence at this point is still quite tenuous, further study of these newly 
discovered Hermetic documents should shed much new light on the 
relationship of Christian Gnosticism and Hermeticism as well as aug- 
ment our knowledge of Hermeticism itself. 





PSEUDO-CHRISTIAN APOCRYPHA 


The fourth group of writings, consisting of pseudo-Christian apocry- 
pha, contains the Wisdom of Jesus, which is based upon the Epistle cf 
Eugnostos. It is in the form of a dialogue between the resurrected 
Lord, His twelve disciples and seven holy women. Questions are asked 
of the Lord concerning cosmogony and the salvation of man. In addi- 
tion there is a short appendix in which Mary Magdalene inquires, 
among other things, concerning the origin and function of the Lord’s 
disciples. What follows reminds one of the story of Sophia and the 
origin of evil in the Apocryphon of John (cf. below). Not as well pre- 
served is the Dialogue of the Savior, a cosmogonic treatise in the form 
of a dialogue between Jesus and His disciples. 

The Gospel according to Thomas begins with the words, “These 
are the secret words which Jesus spoke and which Didymus Jude Thomas 
has written.” This is followed in the same codex by the Gospel accord- 
ing to Philip and, after a few intervening treatises, by the Book of 
Thomas, which begins, “Secret words spoken by the Savior to Jude and 
Thomas and recorded by Matthias.” In Pistis Sophia, Jesus confides His 
words and deeds to Philip, Thomas and Matthew (or Matthias, accord- 
ing to Zahn )—three witnesses to establish the authenticity of the mate- 
rial (cf. Deut. 19:15; Matt. 18:16). In the Wisdom of Jesus, Philip, 
Thomas and Matthew, together with Bartholomew and Mariamme, speak 
with Jesus. Hippolytus cites the use of a Gospel acccrding to Thomas 
among the Naassenes and other Gnostics; Origen mentions a similar 

10. Cf. note 6. 
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work and later it appears among the Manichaeans. A detailed study 
of this Gnostic work may also provide an answer to the question regard- 
ing the relation, if any, of the legendary account of the infancy of 
Jesus, of which Thomas is also supposed to be the author, to the Gnostic 
Gospel according to Thomas. 

It is quite possible that the Gespel according to Philip is the one 
to which Epiphanius refers in his Panarion and which was later adopted 
by the Manichaeans. According to the opening words of the Book of 
Thomas it is quite likely that we have a Gospel according to Matthias, 
the existence of which is noted in Origen and Eusebius, along with a 
Gospel according to Thomas in a list of heterodox works, and both gos- 
pels were on a proscribed list published by the Byzantine Church in 
the seventh century. The Gospel according to Matthias may be the 
same as the Traditions cf Matthias mentioned by Clement of Alexandria 
as belonging to the Nicolaitans'' and the Basilidians.'? Its existence 
seems to be indicated by Hippolytus as well. Thus we have appar- 
ently recovered at least three of the major early Gnostic gospels. 

The Apocalypse of Peter has nothing in common with the Apoca- 
lypse of Peter which was current in the Church toward the end of the 
second century and for a short time enjoyed a degree of canonicity. 
The Apocalypse in the writings from Nag Hammadi is definitely Gnostic 
in content and much shorter than the Christian Apocalypse, a complete 
copy of which exists in Ethiopic, along with fragments in Greek and 
Arabic. The Teachings of Silvanus (= Silas) is an apocryphon attrib- 
uted to the comnanion of St. Peter and St. Paul. 

The contents of the Enistle of Peter to Philip are still unknown 
while the Acts cf Peter.and the Twelve Apostles seem to have no con- 
nection with the Acts of Peter known in non-Gnostic circles or with the 
Ebionite Acts of the Avostles or the Manichaean Acts of the Twelve 
Apostles. A final treatise claiming the authority of the Apostle Peter is 
the Prayer of the Apestle Peter. It is quite possible that this work 
deals with the strange story of the daughter of Peter whom he first 
healed, though she later became paralyzed again, as a result of the prayer 
of her father. The story is found in the Acts cf Peter contained in the 
Codex Berolinensis and was also known among the Manichaeans. 

The Apocalypse of Paul is not the Apocalypsis, Revelatio or Visio 
Pauli or Apocalypse of Paul the Apestle known from Greek, Latin, Syriac. 
Coptic, Armenian and Old Slavonic versions, nor, in spite of some opin- 
ions to the contrary, does there seem to be any Gnostic background in 
the Christian apocalypse. It is more likely that there is a connection be- 
tween our Gnostic writing and the Ascension of Paul which Epiphanius 
and others cite as being used among some Gnostic sects. This apocalypse, 
as the Christian, is based on II Cor. 12: 2-4, with special attention being 
given to revealing the words which Paul chose not to relate to his readers. 
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Other Gnostic sects possessed ascensions of Elijah and Isaiah, who re- 
turned to earth after having been taken up to heaven. Whether our 
Apocalypse of Paul is identical with the Ascension of Paul or is simply 
one of a group of writings claiming the authority of Paul current in 
Gnostic circles is yet to be determined. 

There are three editions of the Apocalypse of James, two in one 
codex and a third in a codex written in the hitherto unknown Coptic 
dialect, each apparently different from the other. It is impossible to com- 
pare this Apocalypse with the previously published Coptic Book of James. 
One is more inclined to recall the account of Hippolytus in which he says 
that among the Naassenes there was a teaching concerning the primor- 


Fig. 4. Beginning of the Paraphrase of Seem. From Vigiliae Christianae III, 1949, 
facing p. 129. 


dial man, the bisexual Adamas, triple principle of the universe, which was 
said to have been given to Mariamme (— Mary Magdalene) '? by James, 








The Nicolaitans seem to have had a Gnostic system bearing many similarities to that 
of the Barbelognostics. It is possible that they are the Nicolaitans referred to in 
Revelation 2:6, 15. Irenaeus says that Nicolas, their founder, was Nicolas of Antioch, 
one of the first seven deacons of the Church in Jerusalem (Acts 6:5). 

With Simon Magus and Valentinus, the heresiarch Basilides taught a docetic doctrine 
of Christ. According to !renaeus, Hippolytus and Epiphanius, Basilides was a student 
of Simon Magus. Though there are some variations, the description of the Gnostic 
system of Basilides and that of Vaientinus, a younger contemporary of Basilides in 
Alexandria, had many similarities. The patristic view of Gnostic origins—Simon 
Magus - Basilides (‘and Saturninus of Menander) - Valentinus - subsequent Gnostic 
sects — 1s being treated with much less skepticism by :current writers on the subject 
than it was some years ago. 

Mary Magdalene played an important role in Gnostic literature. In the Codex 
Berolinensis, one of the treatises is a Gospel according to Mary (cf. the article by 
Walter C. Till, “Euangelion kata Mariam” in La Parola del Passato, fasc. ||, 1946, 
260-267). The popularity of Mary Magdalene continued among the Manichaeans as 
illustrated by the Manichaean writimgs discovered in the Fayyum. 





§2 THE BIBLICAL ARCHAEOLOGIST (Vol. XV, 


the brother of the Lord. It is possible that one or more of the Apocalypses 
of James in the new Gnostic library will contain this revelation to which 
Hippolytus refers. 

The last of this group of pseudo-Christian apocrypha is a treatise 
without a title which deals in particular with the baptism of Christ and 
the person of John the Baptist. 





TEXTS IN THE NEW DIALECT 


The final category of manuscripts is that written in the previously 
unknown Coptic dialect. In addition to the Apocalypse of James and the 
Prayer of the Apostle Peter, which have already been mentioned, are the 
following: The Interpretation of Gnosticism (contents still unknown), 
Discourse by Reginos concerning the Resurrection (contents still un- 
known), and the Gospel of Truth, quite possibly the Valentinian work 
mentioned by Irenaeus. Finally, there are some fragments of a treatise 
dealing with the nature of the universe and of a work which dealt with 
various subjects, among them questions concerning morals and the in- 
fluence which demons exerted upon the soul. 


THE APOCRYPHON OF JOHN 


Thus there are a total of at least 48 treatises in the Gnostic Library 
of Chenoboskion, of which at least 44 are different. The information given 
reflects the present state of our knowledge concerning this new material 
except for a very few which have been studied in detail, all of which 
are contained in the codex acquired in 1946 by the Coptic Museum. An 
excellent summary of the first of these, the Apocryphon of John, based on 
the text contained in the Codex Berolinensis, is given by Walter C. Till. 
This text, which undoubtedly compares favorably with the three editions 
contained in the new manuscript, presents Gnostic doctrines in the most 
systematic manner of all the original Gnostic works which we possess. 

The revelation contained in the Apocryphon is given by the Savior 
to St. John on the Mt. of Olives with the warning that it is to be revealed 
only to those who are worthy of it and in a position to understand it. 
God, the highest being in the world of light, is completely different from 
anything in the world in which we live. On the other hand, we and every- 
thing about us—our thoughts, minds, etc.—are completely bound to this 
material world so that it is impossible for us to understand God or con- 
ceive of Him in any way. The Savior concludes His statement concern- 
ing God by saying, “What shall I tell thee about the Inconceivable One 
that thou art able to understand? Who might ever apprehend Him by 
means of spoken words?” 

Then follows a description of how the other divine beings came into 
existence. First, God looked at his image reflected in pure water of light 
with the result that the female being, Barbelo, the image of the Invisible 
One, came into existence. At her request, God created four divine beings, 
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including Foreknowledge and Eternal Life. By meditating intensely on 
God, Barbelo brought forth a divine spark. God was so pleased with 
the new light, the first son, that he anointed him with his kindness 
(chrestos); hence, a double explanation of “Christ.” Christ, in his turn 
and with God’s permission, brought into existence three additional divine 
beings, including Nous and Logos, after which God made Christ god of 
all the universe and gave him all power. 

Then God created the Four Great Lights, each of which has three 
aeons (divine beings). Later, the first Great Light becomes the residence 
of the first man, Adam; the second that of Adam’s first son, Seth; the 
third that of Seth’s offspring ( = the Gnostics who have become per- 
fect); and the fourth that of those souls who accept Gnosticism after 
some hesitation. 

Sophia, “Wisdom,” the third aeon of the fourth Great Light, Heleleth, 
since she was the last divine being to be created, seems to have been 
farthest from God and therefore most likely to do something contrary to 
His law. Without His consent, she brought forth an illegitimate son 
who was a thoroughly bad creature, both in appearance and conduct, 
and so evil came into existence. His name is Yaldabaoth;'* sometimes he 
is also called the first Archon. Since she was ashamed of this creature, 
Sophia hid him behind a cloud of light so that he could not be seen by 
any of the other divine beings. 

Unaware of the existence of the world of Light, Yaldabaoth used his 
divine power of creating to create a world of his own, which is the ma- 
terial world in which we live. He created the firmament and an entourage 
of 360 angels. He installed seven kings of the sky which are the planets 
who rule the seven days of the week. Each of these has a name, a “face” 
( = description), a special power, and later each performs a special 
function in the creation of man. Yaldabaoth also set up five kings over 
the “chaos of the underworld.” 

In all of his creating, Yaldabaoth is careful not to give any of his 
creatures the divine power which he had inherited, so that he would re- 
main superior and rule over them. Since he was ignorant of the other 
divine beings, except his mother, he considered himself the only God and 
tells his creatures, “I am a jealous god” and “there is no other god beside 
me” (cf. Deut. 5:9; Ex. 20:3); thus Yaldabaoth is the God of the Old 
Testament with the result that everything in the Old Testament, though 
true, is biased so that it must be corrected and interpreted in the Gnostic 
manner. 

Sophia, Yaldabaoth’s mother, suffers pangs of conscience because 
of her evil deed and is unable to return to the world of Light as long as 











14. Prof. Albright has called the attention of the writer to the fact that Yaldabaoth 
has long been explained as Aramaic “Child of the Primordial Chaos.’’ He suggests that 
it would be perhaps better to treat it as Phoenician *Yald(a)bahot, which has the 
advantage of fitting with Achamoth, etc., now recognized as of Phoenician origin. 
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her fault remains. The divine spark which had entered into the monster 
Yaldabaoth had to be returned. 

So God showed the seven planet kings His image in water. They 
were so impressed that they resolved, “Let us make a man in the image 
of God” (cf. Genesis 1:26). So they made man, each contributing his 
special skill and function, but the completed work was still imperfect: 
it could not move. God’s next move was to send Christ and the Four 
Great Lights, disguised as Yaldabaoth’s angels, to Yaldabaoth with the 
advice that he blow into the new creature’s face the divine power which 
he had inherited from his mother, Sophia. He did and in that instant, 
Adam became superior to Yaldabaoth himself. 

Yaldabaoth realized immediately what had happened but it was too 
late; and from that time on there has been a struggle between him and 
the Kingdom of Light to keep the divine spark in man from returning to 
the world of Light. 

As their first move, the material powers made a body for Adam, com- 
posed of the four elements, earth, water, fire and air, which binds him 
to the material, Then Yaldabaoth created Paradise and put Adam into 
it, the intention being that everything should be so pleasant that Adam 
would not leave this world for the world of Light. To keep man from 
knowing the truth, Yaldabaoth caused a deep sleep to come over Adam 
during which time he created a woman—the name “Eve” does not occur 
in the account. f 

However, God was not idle. He placed in Paradise the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, which was really a divine entity to assist man 
in his struggle against Yaldabaoth and teach man his real place in the 
world of light. To prevent man from learning this, Yaldabaoth forbade 
him to eat of the tree. So Christ, not the serpent, encouraged man to 
eat of the tree. The serpent, an agent of Yaldabaoth, implanted the sexual 
desire in man since by man’s begetting children, there is an increase in 
the number of divine sparks which can potentially come into Yaldabaoth’s 
power. 

Since man had eaten of the tree, Paradise had lost its purpose, so 
man was expelled by Yaldabaoth. Overcome with passion, Yaldabaoth 
begets two sons by Adam’s virginal wife: Cain and Abel, in human terms, 
or the unjust Yave (Yahweh) and just Eloim (Elohim) in Gnostic terms. 
The former was placed over water and earth, while the latter ruled over 
fire and air. Adam’s first son by his wife was Seth. 

When it became obvious to Yaldabaoth that he could not regain 
the divine breath he had blown into Adam, he “repented” and decided 
to destroy mankind by a great flood. The same entity that God had placed 
in Paradise intormed Noah of Yaldabaoth’s plan. Noah and his com- 
panions covered themselves with a cloud of light ( — the ark) and 
escaped the great darkness ( the flood). Failing in this attempt, 
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Yaldabaoth sent some of his angels to have children by human wives 
(cf. Gen. 6:2) in order to counter-balance the influence of the divine 
spark in man and thus lead man astray. 

This struggle for the divine spark in man continues. In order to be 
freed from the power of Yaldabaoth, a knowledge of truth is absolutely 
necessary; man receives this from Gnostic doctrine. When man under- 
stands the truth and longs for the divine world of Light, moral rules be- 
come unnecessary since morality comes as a matter of course. He remains 
bound to the material body until he is found worthy. Then he is taken 
up to the eternal world of Light. Any suffering in the meantime is of no 
consequence and can do him no harm. i 





End of the Apocryphon of John. From Vigiliae Christianae III, 1949, 
facifig p. 129. 


Since the divine power is in every man, it is possible for every- 
one to be saved from Yaldabaoth’s power. If the opposing power is 
stronger than the divine spirit in a given individual, his soul returns 
after his death in a new human body and will eventually be saved. A 
soul is eternally lost only if it had the right knowledge and abandoned 
it—this is the sin against the Holy Ghost. Knowledge of the truth was 
brought by Christ, the Savior. Since not everyone is ready to receive the 
Gnostic doctrine of redemption, it is to be given only to men whose way 
of life and ability to understand make them worthy to receive it. 


THE GOSPEL OF THE EGYPTIANS 


Variation on the theme is provided by the Sacred Book cf the Great 











86 THE BIBLICAL ARCHAEOLOGIST (Vol. XV, 


Invisible Spirit or the Gospel of the Egyptians. With no introduction, 
matters of cosmogony and anthropology are revealed. From the Ineffable 
Father proceed three powers: Father, Mother and Son, plus an aeon 
(divine being) called Doxomedon. Three groups of divine beings of 
four couples each proceed from three great powers, after which follows 
the creation of other entities: the Seven Voices and the Three Male Chil- 
dren. After a lacuna of a few pages, the first man, Adamas, appears. We 
are told that Adamas and the divine Logos, one of the divine beings 
proceeding from the Great Power, the Father, unite to produce the Logos 
in Man. Then Adamas asks that he become the father of an incorruptible 
generation. 

After this a power comes forth from the great Light, creating four 
great Lights as well as Seth, son of Adamas. This last creation is a notable 
departure from the cosmogony of the Apocryphon of John, in which Seth 
is the son of Adam and his wife. From each of the great Lights proceed 
four aeons (cf. three in the Apocryphon) and to each of the great Lights 
is added a “spouse” producing a total df five sets of four couples. The 
creation of sets of four couples (usually single creations having bisexual 
natures and both masculine and feminine names, and thus capable of 
autogenesis) is a recurrent motif in this treatise. 

Then the incorruptible generation, the “Seed of the Great Seth,” is 
called forth. The universe is shaken; in the four great Lights, the in- 
corruptible spiritual Church multiplies and with one voice blesses the 
Father, Mother and Son. An “Amen” concludes the benediction and the 
first section of the book. 

In the second section, which one might call eschatological, appears 
the great Plesithea, mother of angels. From her comes the fruit of Sodom 
and Gomorrah. The Great Seth takes her seed from her and puts her in 
the fourth aeon of the third great Light. After about 5,000 years, Hele- 
leth, the fourth Great Light, cries out, “There is but one power over chaos 
and hell.” A cloud appears—and a large part of our text is missing. How- 
ever, it seems that Sakla ( — Yaldabaoth) is created by Sophia. He 
creates a dozen aeons (cf. the seven planet kings and five kings of the 
underworld in the Apocryphon of John) after which he declares, “I am 
God and there is none beside me.” After this follows the creation of man 
and woman and the introduction of the seed of eternal life which is found 
in great incorruptible generation through the intervention of the Great 
Seth and the angel Hormos in some rather obscure fashion. 

The Deluge is a figure for the end of the world and is intended by 
Sakla to destroy the incorruptible generation. But the Great Seth inter- 
venes again and with the permission of the higher powers he diverts the 
deluge, the great conflagration and the judgment of the archons in order 
to save those who have strayed by a reconciliation of the world and a 
baptism of regeneration. Then follow several pages enumerating the 
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powers present at this baptism, among them Jesus, followed by a series 
of prayers and entréaties mixed with cabalistic formulae. The latter 
apparently constitute the formulae of the sacrament and are expressed 
in the first person: “I have taken form in the cycle of the richness of 
light . . . I shall live before thee in the peace of the saints which is 
eternal. Amen. Amen.” 

The treatise is concluded with an attribution to the Great Seth. Both 
of its titles are given, along with the name of the writer, “The beloved 
Eugnostos, according to the spirit; in the flesh my name is Goggessos.” 

The Epistle of Eugnostos, and the Wisdom of Jesus which is based 
on the Epistle, present discussions of cosmogony and the like similar to 
those already described in the Apocryphon of John and the Gospel of 
the Egyptians, but with distinctive variations. 


THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE DISCOVERY 


In addition to the philological, palaeographic and literary signifi- 
cance of these manuscripts (cf. above), their significance for the history 
of Hermeticism and especially of Gnosticism is even more important. We 
have already indicated the extraordinary value of the newly recovered 
Hermetic texts and have noted the extreme paucity of original Gnostic 
documents. Almost overnight, our original materials, consisting of three 
codices containing about seven different writings, have been augmented 
by the addition of 13 codices containing at least 44 different writings! 
Of all the writings mentioned in patristic sources and attributed to the 
various Gnostic sects, not many are missing, and some of these may be 
discovered when it has been possible to study all the texts in detail. In- 
deed, seventeen centuries later, we are in a more advantageous position 
than the earliest Christian writers on Gnosticism, since they were denied 
access to many of the Gnostic writings and were acquainted with them 
sometimes only by name or, at best, by not always unprejudiced reports, 
or summaries. However, the picture of Gnosticism which they have 
drawn is shown by the new treatises to be remarkably accurate. The 
works cited by the Fathers and attributed to the various Gnostic sects 
are not always assigned to the same groups by all the writers; in our new 
collection we find, side by side, works said to be possessed by one group 
or another. Thus the apparent lack of harmony is easily understood. The 
line of demarcation between the various Gnostic sects may have been 
little clearer than that between some modern Christian denominations. 
The presence of writings variously ascribed to different Gnostic sects 
seems to indicate the existence of a common body of writings which 
were handed down from one group to another. Some of them, such as 
the Apocryphon of John, cited by Irenaeus as early as 180 A. D. (and 
it may easily antedate this by some decades) in his attacks against the 
Barbelognostics, were important documents to the sectaries of Nag Ham- 
madi, who seem to be chiefly Sethian, and eventually found their way to 
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Mesopotamia where they appear among the Audians at the beginning 
of the seventh century. Although the establishment of monasticism in the 
Nile Valley seems to have resulted in the decline of the sect to which 
our manuscripts belonged, Gnosticism seems to have continued there, 
but in a milder form. John, Bishop of Parallos, at the beginning of the 
seventh century, refuted a number of books which are strongly reminis- 
cent of our Gnostic works. Gnosticism also seems to have infiltrated into 
some of the monasteries in the guise of Christian apocrypha. According 
to patristic sources, the Sethian group was at its strongest during the 
third and fourth centuries A. D., which is precisely the period from which 
our manuscripts come, the majority of which are Sethian! 





Not only are the new manuscripts of extraordinary importance for 
the history of Gnosticism, but they also provide for the first time a solid 
basis for the reconstruction of the Gnostic system based not upon infer- 
ences from biased (though relatively accurate) and limited secondary 
sources and a few authentic documents, but upon a whole library of 
original documents. It is possible that some of our manuscripts present 
Gnosticism in a very primitive form. It is already known that the Gospel 
of the Egyptians and the Epistle of Eugnostos represent a system inferior 
to that represented by the Apocryphon cf John in organization and con- 
tent, and yet they are directly related to it. We have theological, cos- 
mogonic and eschatological revelations of Gnostic prophets, ethical and 
philosophical discourses of its teachers, and authentic information about 
its liturgies and other rites. We are therefore in an infinitely better posi- 
tion to determine the relation of Christian Gnosticism to Jewish and 
pagan Gnosticism and to the New Testament and early Church, as well 
as its background in Greek and oriental philosophy and mythology. Al- 
though we are able at the moment to indicate only in general terms the 
significance of the new manuscript discovery, since we are still awaiting 
publication, preliminary indications are that the relationship between 
Gnosticism and the New Testament and early Christianity are later and 
more superficial than had been previously thought, at least in some circles. 
We will also be able to determine more adequately the relationship of 
Gnosticism with the development of Manichaeism and subsequent heter- 


odox sects. 


Thus the implications and opportunities for research provided by the 
newly discovered Gnostic manuscripts are enormous. The recovery of 
the Gnostic Library of Chenoboskion is one of the largest and most im- 
portant manuscript discoveries ever made in Egypt. 
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THE ANSWER TO A PUZZLE 
A. Sachs 


Brown University 


In Vol. XV, No. 3 (September, 1952), of The Biblical Archaeologist, 

E. G. Kraeling presented a modern literary problem connected with the 
Aramaic papyri which were acquired by C. E. Wilbour before his death 
in 1896. The puzzle involves an envelope containing minute fragments. 
On the envelope (a photograph of which is reproduced as Fig. 3 in 
Kraeling’s article) there appears the question 

“Is not this authentic Phenician?” 
followed by the answer 

“It is Aramaic passing into Palmyrene 

& Hebrew like the Carpentras text. 

It should al! be carefully copied.” 
Puzzle: who wrote the answer? 
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Fig. 6. Sample of the handwriting of A. H. Sayce from a letter which he wrote to 
Bertin, and which is now in the possession of Professor Sachs. In a recent 
letter to Dr. Kraeling, Dr. Ernst Weidner of Vienna stated that he too had 
come to the conclusion that the writing was that of Sayce. At one time he had 
had correspondence with the latter and recognized the hand. 


If the photograph of the envelope had not been published, it would 
have been at least 90% probable that the writer of the answer was A. H. 
Sayce. In the first place, Sayce was one of the few people in the world 
who had the necessary knowledge to have written the answer to Wil- 
bour’s question—in English. In the second place, the fact that Wilbour 
and Sayce—to whom Wilbour respectfully referred as “the Professor”— 
spent their winters together on the Nile in the early 1890's can be readily 
established by consulting the indices, under each other's name, in A. H. 
Sayce, Reminiscences (London, 1923) and in Travels in Egypt [Decem- 
ber 1880 to May 1891] [.] Letters of Charles Edwin Wilbour (edited by 
. Jean Capart) (Brooklyn, 1936). 

Fortunately, the photograph of the envelope was published, and, as 
a result, we can go beyond general considerations of probability. I hap- 
pen to own a book which once belonged to the late T. G. Pinches, the 
great cuneiformist. In this book I found inserted a letter, dated Septem- 
ber 7, 1886, from Sayce to Bertin (Fig. 1). A comparison of the two 
documents shows beyond any doubt that the handwriting is the same. 

Dr. Sayce, once a professor at Oxford University, whose handwriting 
was not recognized by a professor at Oxford whom Kraeling consulted, 
will, I hope, now stop turning over in his grave. 





